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President Sixto Duran Ballen, who two months ago was one of the most unpopular presidents in
Latin America and who was locked in constant combat with the opposition-controlled legislature,
has enjoyed a political rebirth since the outbreak of the five-week undeclared war with Peru.
His popularity has surged, and his battles with the legislature have diminished so much that
the president called off a referendum on constitutional reforms originally scheduled for May,
preferring instead to negotiate those reforms with congress. Meanwhile, Ecuadorans are anxiously
watching the presidential campaign in neighboring Peru, since the April elections there could affect
peace negotiations between the two countries. President Duran Ballen's approval rating was an
abysmal 16% last August, and his administration was nearly paralyzed by constant battles with the
legislature, led by Senate president Heinz Moeller of the opposition Partido Social Cristiano (see
NotiSur, 8/26/94 and 10/28/94).
However, after the conflict with Peru erupted on Jan. 26, Duran Ballen began an international
diplomatic offensive to convince other Latin American countries and the US that Ecuador was the
injured party. As part of that offensive, Duran Ballen sent Moeller on a lobbying trip to Washington.
Since then, Moeller has appeared with Duran Ballen at rallies, traveled with him to border villages
that were affected by the fighting, and supported administration policies. On March 6, Duran Ballen
said relations with the legislature were going so well that he had decided not to hold the scheduled
May 21 referendum to approve a package of constitutional reforms. An earlier referendum, held last
August, gave congress 100 days to vote on proposed constitutional reforms and stipulated that if
it did not act within that period of time, the president could call another referendum (see NotiSur,
09/02/94).
Duran Ballen said the unity achieved during the war will allow the government and the Congress
to work out a compromise on the most controversial issues. "I hope what remains unresolved
will be the least important matters," he said. However, he added that "if political differences put
the country's needs at risk...I will in good conscience have to consult the Ecuadoran people."
The opposition supported Duran Ballen's decision to avoid a referendum. Maria Eugenia Lima,
former deputy of the Movimiento Popular Democratico (MPD), said it was good to cancel the
consultation "because of its costliness and because it would rupture the newly achieved national
unity." Meanwhile, on March 7 Duran Ballen met with his cabinet to assess the economic fallout
from the fighting with neighboring Peru. Ecuador will, at least initially, suffer greater economic
impact from the war, given that its economy is generally weaker than Peru's.
On March 15, Finance Minister Modesto Correa said the direct costs of the war will reach US$250
million. Duran Ballen said the war will cause a "slight delay" in the country's implementation of
economic and political restructuring. To partially offset the cost of the conflict, the government
imposed a war tax on all workers, equivalent to two days salary. It also decreed a one-time levy
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on all automobiles equal to 2% of their value, which, under the terms of the law, will mean that
each car owner in the country must pay a minimum of US$21 and a maximum of US$833 to the
government. Notwithstanding the economic consequences of the war, Duran Ballen said that
Ecuadorans must struggle to put the conflict behind them. "This warlike event dealt us an emotional
and economic blow, brought a loss of lives and physical damage, but the country has to go on, and
so does its economic and social development." In looking toward the future, Duran Ballen hopes
to use the newfound unity at home to draft a consensus proposal outlining Ecuador's demand that
any permanent peace agreement with Peru include the provision of access to the Amazon River for
Ecuador.
Meanwhile, the specter of eventual negotiations to permanently resolve the conflict with Peru
has aroused an inordinate interest among Ecuadorans in the April 9 Peruvian elections, which
normally would receive only moderate attention. Most Ecuadoran analysts see the outcome of the
elections as crucial to peace between the two countries, and they all express concern about the role
of the Peruvian military in a new administration. "If [President Alberto] Fujimori wins by a wide
margin, he will be in position to negotiate with Ecuador," said Ecuadoran historian Jorge Nunez.
"However, if he or any other candidate wins by a very narrow margin, forcing concessions with the
opposition, the new government will not be in a position to negotiate." He added that it is important
for progressive sectors of civilian society in both countries to work together to prevent control by the
Peruvian military.
Other Ecuadoran political analysts, however, saw a danger in a resounding Fujimori victory,
especially if it is based on the perception of a military victory in the border war. "If Fujimori is
seen to have won a military victory, he will win the elections and will have a majority in Congress
giving him absolute control," said analyst Jorge Leon. "Then we will have a very hard-line person
to deal with because he will owe everything to the armed forces." Leon said that Peru's opposition
candidate Javier Perez de Cuellar would be more open to looking for a diplomatic solution, "not
because he is free from nationalist ideology, but because he would be less dependent on the military
and therefore enjoy more autonomy." However, Peruvian anthropologist Heraclio Bonilla, who lives
in Quito, warned, "In Peru, many people think that the election of Perez de Cuellar would mean an
advance in the consolidation of democracy, because it would permit the civilians and the executive
to have greater power over the military," he said. "But that is only an hypothesis." (Sources: Inter
Press Service, 03/03/95, 03/06/95; Agence France-Presse, 03/07/95, 03/09/95, 03/12/95, 03/15/95)
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